Managing a Large Multi-Level Listening Class by BLACK Merryn
― ―217
Managing a Large Multi-Level
Listening Class
Merryn Black
Abstract
Teaching large multi-level classes effectively is a concern for most teachers. This article 
will describe the management of  a large multi-level class: its composition, goals and 
format. Three key aspects of  the class’s format will be discussed: students working at 
their own pace, the use of  tape scripts, and students’ self-analysis and refl ection. Finally, 
the results of  a class survey on the uses of  self-analysis and refl ection and tape scripts 
in the class will be shown and discussed. 
Introduction
The intermediate listening class was a single-semester class, which met 
once a week for 90 minutes in a language laboratory. Placement in the class 
was determined by the students’ own assessment of  their listening level, 
resulting in a multi-level class of  42 students, ranging from false beginners 
to advanced. Most of  the students were in the false beginner to lower 
intermediate level, with only 8 students being at advanced level. Given 
the disparity in listening levels, I implemented a class format which would 
allow the students to work at their own pace and level as much as possible, 
giving them more control and responsibility in the process of  their listening 
development. An integral part of  this process was the students’ self-analysis 
of  their performance in each class. My goals as a teacher were to equip the 
students with strategies to facilitate independent learning, and to foster the 
ability to analyse both their strengths and weaknesses in listening to English. 
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The reasons for these goals are that improvements in listening ability will 
take place primarily outside of  the classroom through the concentrated 
efforts of  the individual. However, students are often at a loss as to what 
they can do. Actively teaching strategies can help them to study more 
effectively on their own. In addition, students invariably state that they ‘can’t 
hear English’. Yet when they analyse their listening performance on a weekly 
basis, they are able to note their strengths and determine their weaknesses 
more readily. This helps them to focus more concretely and effectively on 
what they need to improve. 
The class had four main aspects: textbook-based activities including 
self-correction with tape scripts, self-analysis and the writing of  an action 
log, and weekly homework. Assessment and grading were based on the 
completion of  weekly listening homework, the submission of  action logs at 
the end of  each class, effort in class and periodic listening tests. Advanced 
students were required to submit extra homework, and to complete 
additional activities during the class, as the general homework and class 
activities were below their level. 
Format
The textbook used was based on fi ve main principles: rich input, clear tasks, 
listening strategies, language awareness and self-expression. Each unit is self-
contained with a central theme and follows the same format. Key vocabulary 
for the theme of  the unit is provided, which is then followed by two 
scripted series of  short exchanges in which students listen fi rst for gist and 
then for detail and interpretation. Being scripted, the language is moderately 
paced and clear, with limited features of  natural speech, such as linking and 
reduction. Next is a new and longer conversational exchange, which is based 
on unscripted recordings, and contains features of  authentic speech such 
as reduction, linking and faster speed. There is an additional dictation-style 
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gap-fi ll activity based on the unscripted listening activity. The textbook also 
contains a student self-study CD. 
At the beginning of  the semester, the students were required to purchase 
the student tapes which accompanied the textbook. A homework tape of  
Internet recordings was also provided. In the fi rst lesson we discussed the 
listening strategies used in the textbook, in particular, predicting what the 
speakers will say, making inferences when information is incomplete or 
unclear, and focusing on key words. These strategies were reinforced in 
subsequent lessons. The structure of  each lesson followed a similar pattern: 
・Discussion of  common problems which arose from the homework 
activity
・Review of  vocabulary task assigned for homework in preparation for 
the day’s lesson
・Completion of  scripted listening tasks
・Distribution of  tape scripts of  listening tasks for answer self-check
・Clarifi cation of  answers put on overhead projector 
・Self-analysis and refl ection: unscripted listening tasks and entries in 
action logs
・Unscripted listening activity
・Distribution of  tape scripts of  unscripted listening task for answer 
self-check
・Self-analysis and refl ection: unscripted listening activity and entries in 
action logs 
As students had their own tapes, they could work at their own pace, 
within the given time frame. This proved to be important with the varied 
listening abilities of  the students. Generally, the time allocated for each 
activity was based on the length of  time required by the weaker students. 
The stronger students could continue on to the next activity if  they fi nished 
earlier than the specifi ed time. The advanced students, for whom the 
textbook was relatively easy, were given an additional tape and materials 
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to bring to class each week, so that they could continue working. In 
structuring the class this way, the weaker students did not feel pressured and 
incompetent, and the advanced students did not become bored and restless 
when fi nishing the textbook activities earlier than the rest of  the class. 
Generally, 15―20 minutes were allocated for the completion of  the fi rst 
listening tasks, and self-check with the tape script, with an additional 10 
minutes to complete the action logs. A similar length of  time was allocated 
to the unscripted listening activity and subsequent action logs. Students 
were advised to listen 3―4 times to the tape for each activity, and then to 
begin working with the tape script. The reason for limiting the number 
of  times students listen to the tape at the beginning of  the activity is that, 
in my experience, just listening to the same piece over and over does not 
necessarily lead to improvements. If  they cannot ‘hear’ it, it is often because 
the vocabulary, or more importantly, the use of  linking, stress and reduction 
in spoken language is new to them. Thus I believe the role of  the tape script 
is vital as part of  the learning process. 
Using Tape Scripts
The tape scripts served several purposes. The fi rst was to self-check the 
answers to the listening tasks. This engages the students with the text more 
effectively than just being told the answers, as they often want to know 
why they missed the answer, or what it was that they could not catch. 
Furthermore, after reading through the text the students could then read it 
as they listened again. This is particularly important in the case of  Japanese 
students who can understand a written text, yet have diffi culty understanding 
it as a spoken text. Knowing how something should sound is vital if  one is 
to actually understand it when heard in other contexts. Reading aloud while 
listening was also encouraged. Finally, the tape script allowed students to 
analyse the structure of  a spoken exchange, particularly in the unscripted 
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recordings. After working with the tape script students listened to the tape 
a fi nal time without the text to gauge improvements in comprehension ― an 
important confi dence booster. It must be said that students were not always 
receptive to the idea that they needed to change their focus from the tape 
to the tape script. Students often wanted to keep listening again and again, 
as though somehow it would all suddenly become clear. In most cases it did 
not, for the reasons cited above. 
Action Logs
At the end of  each of  the main listening activities, the students would 
take time to refl ect on their performance, analyse their problem areas and 
complete entries in their action logs (see Appendix 1 for an example of  an 
action log). In the action log, the students were asked to note the degree of  
diffi culty for each of  the listening tasks. Then they were required to note up 
to three problems, and analyse the reasons for those problems, as best they 
could determine. Following this they noted what they had done well. There 
was also space for free comments in which they could ask me questions, 
tell me something, or make further comments about the listening activities. 
The keeping of  an action log was an essential part of  the class, not only to 
identify weaknesses, but also to recognise strengths. Often there are good 
reasons why students cannot understand what they are hearing. It may be 
that the vocabulary is new. This proved to be a weakness for students who 
did not complete the vocabulary task actively for homework. That is, they 
did not listen to the vocabulary on the self-study CD, or failed to clearly 
check the meaning of  new vocabulary, or simply copied the answers from 
their friend before class. Sometimes the conversations were too fast, or 
there were different accents. In some cases, their knowledge of  the topic 
itself  was limited. Word, stress, linking, intonation, reduction and unstressed 
sounds were often a signifi cant factor in their lack of  comprehension. 
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As importantly, students were able to recognise their strengths in that 
they could often understand information-carrying vocabulary such as 
nouns, verbs or adjectives. Or if  the topic were a familiar one, it was much 
easier for them to understand the conversations. In using the action logs, 
it was hoped the students would recognise that they could in fact ‘hear’ 
much more English than they realised, and that their problems were often 
quite specifi c. In analysing their performance, students became more 
active participants in their learning, rather than just passively accepting 
the teacher’s answer and moving on to the next question. Furthermore, 
it was important for them to recognise that it is natural to have diffi culty 
understanding a topic if  it is new to them. This is true in a fi rst language 
as well. Noting the degree of  diffi culty for each of  the listening activities 
gave both the students and myself  a snapshot of  how they were managing 
the class activities. In most cases they experienced little diffi culty with the 
scripted exchanges. However, the unscripted recordings, which were fairly 
close to authentic speech, proved much more diffi cult. 
Teacher’s Role
While students worked on their individual activities, I monitored the class, 
kept everyone on track, answered questions and distributed tape scripts to 
individual students as they fi nished each of  the activities. In addition, the 
layout of  the textbook made it easy to see if  students were experiencing 
diffi culties, or if  it had been too easy and they had fi nished quickly. Being 
available in this way meant that students could receive individual attention 
if  they required it. Students were more likely to ask me questions in this 
one-to-one situation than if  I were standing at the front of  the classroom 
with the rest of  the class listening. After the students had checked their own 
answers from the script, I displayed the answers on an overhead. This would 
often lead to discussion on those occasions when they had determined their 
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answers to be different. 
Observations
Having observed the students’ action logs over the semester, it became 
clear that the two major diffi culties were lack of  topic-related vocabulary 
and suprasegmentals, in particular unstressed and reduced words and 
linking. Each of  these areas presents diffi culty in teaching. Firstly, students 
demonstrated resistance to learning even the basic vocabulary in the 
vocabulary task, which was directly related to each unit’s theme. While 
it is possible to present students with large amounts of  topic-related 
vocabulary, without them taking responsibility for learning it as a homework 
task, there is little a teacher can do, given the limitations of  a weekly 
class. It is also diffi cult to adequately and effectively address the teaching 
of  suprasegmentals. These require both detailed teaching and detailed 
attention by the students, and require signifi cant explanation, presentation 
and practice activities. Again, we are limited by time. Furthermore the 
resources for teaching these aspects are few. In addition, language can also 
be a limiting factor, with many students’ English language ability being 
insuffi cient for the level of  explanation required. 
End of Semester Student Evaluations
At the end of  the semester the students were asked to refl ect on whether 
writing the action logs and using tape scripts had been useful or not (see 
Appendix 2 for format of  questions asked). The results have been itemised 
in Table 1 below according to the qualitative comments made by the 
students. As can be seen, the majority of  the students (31) felt the action 
logs had been useful in determining their weak points, a key purpose in 
asking them to keep them. The second key fi nding was that the students 
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found the action logs a useful way to receive advice from the teacher, 
which again was a desired outcome. Signifi cantly, students did not note 
the identifi cation of  their strengths as a factor in their usefulness. This 
confi rms my fi ndings in the action logs as they were submitted throughout 
the semester. Students fi nd it diffi cult to praise themselves, and only tend 
to notice failures, rather than seeing their achievements. Nothing short 
of  100% comprehension would be considered a success. For students 
who indicated the action logs were not useful, the main reason cited was 
that they had had the same problem every week. For those who listed the 
benefi ts of  fi nding weak points, and those for whom fi nding the same 
problem negated the benefi ts of  keeping action logs, the next step would 
be the same: getting advice and setting goals on how to improve their 
individual problems. 
Action Logs are useful
because:
No.
of Ss
Action Logs are not useful 
because: 
No.
of Ss
Could identify weak points or 
problems
31 Not enough time to write 2
Could receive advice from the 
teacher
12 Did not understand the reason for 
Action Logs
1
Could improve their writing 6 Teacher did not correct grammar 1
Noticed improvements in 
speaking
6 Same problem every week 10
Good to improve skill 1
Could fi nd a new goal for next 
time
2
Could correct mistakes in English 1
Could fi nd solutions to weak 
points
2
Could see growth 2
Could remember what she did 2
Table 1
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The students’ qualitative comments on using tape scripts have been 
itemised below in Table 2. Clearly the majority of  the students found the 
tape scripts useful for checking what they did not know, one of  the purposes 
of  using them. Other comments indicated they were necessary or important 
and were useful for review, again factors in using them in the class. Only 
three students did not fi nd them useful, with one student working for a 
whole semester without clarifying what she should do with the tape scripts. 
The comment regarding the tape scripts becoming litter is a pertinent one, 
and one that concerned me during the semester. Giving two tape scripts 
weekly to 42 students does amount to a signifi cant amount of  paper 
wastage. Yet without them, a signifi cant learning opportunity is missed, I 
feel. Ideally too, a teacher hopes the students will review the lesson at home, 
and continue the strategies learned in class by looking over the tape scripts 
and using them as additional practice. 
Tape scripts are useful No.
of Ss
Tapescripts are not useful No.
of Ss
Are important; useful; necessary 11 No time to review 1
Could check parts did not know 40 Became litter 1
Could review 13 Did not know what to do with the 
script
1
Could check spelling 1
Improved listening 1
Practise pronunciation 1
Could know problems 1
Improved English 1
Noticed unstressed words 1
Table 2
Managing a Large Multi-Level Listening Class― ―226
Conclusion
As stated in the introduction, my goals as a teacher were to equip the 
students with strategies to facilitate independent learning, and to foster the 
ability to analyse both their strengths and weaknesses in listening to English. 
Action logs as a tool for self  analysis and refl ection and tape scripts are 
two strategies that students can use outside of  the classroom to improve 
their listening ability without the aid of  a teacher. Being able to focus on 
what your strengths and weaknesses are is the fi rst step in formulating 
goals to overcome weaknesses and build on strengths. Tape scripts have a 
multitude of  uses for the self-directed learner, not least because they help 
the listener to know what they should be hearing. Tape scripts can be found 
not only in textbooks, but also as song lyrics, movie scripts and audio books. 
Encouraging students to use tape scripts in a variety of  ways (reading and 
listening, listening and speaking, or analysing spoken language) will lead to 
signifi cant improvements in their listening and other language abilities. 
This article has focused on the management of  a large multi-level class. 
Its composition, goals and format were discussed. While the format of  the 
class was highly structured, it was also designed to give the students more 
control and responsibility in the process of  their listening development by 
having them work at their own pace, use tape scripts for checking answers and 
analysing their strengths and weaknesses. An analysis of  a fi nal survey asking 
about the usefulness or lack of  it, in using action logs and tape scripts,
found that the students had been able to identify their weaknesses through 
self-analysis, and also fi nd for themselves what they did not know through 
using tape scripts after listening. Having reached this stage in the students’ 
self-directed learning, the next stage, were we to have another semester, 
would be to help students implement goals and strategies to address their 
problem areas.
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Appendix 1: Action Log
Unit 2 Difficulty (1―4)
Vocabulary   1  Name: 
      Student Number: 
scripted listening activities 2  Date
unscripted listening activity 4
Problems
1. Problem: I misheard numbers, for example 16 and 60
Reason: diffi culty hearing the difference between sounds
2. Problem: I understood the beginning more than the end of  the conversation
Reason: There was too much information to listen to. 
3. Problem: It was impossible to hear some words or phrases.
Reason: I had never ‘heard’ this vocabulary before.
What did you do well?
Today I could answer most of  the unscripted listening. The voices were clear and I 
understood most of  the vocabulary.
Free Comment
Sometimes you speak too quickly Merryn. I don’t understand how to . . . .  
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Appendix 2: Keeping Action Logs and Using Tape Scripts
Please finish the following sentences: 
Writing an Action Log each week has been useful for me because. . . .
Writing an Action Log each week has not been useful for me because. . . .  
Having the tape script has been useful for me because. . . .  
Having the tape script has not been useful for me because. . . .  
